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An Experiment Called ATG 

The birth of ATG (Art Theatre Guild of Japan) in 1961 marked 
an epoch in the distribution of experimental films and art films 
from all over the world, which hardly had a chance of being 
shown in commercial theatres. In April 1962 ten Art Theatres 
were established nationwide to screen the films ATG distributed. 
Jerzy Kawalerowicz's Matka Joanna od am'oiow was the first, fol- 
lowed by numerous other cinematic masterpieces. Setting up 
ATG was possible thanks to the efforts of the people concerned, 
centering around Towa's Kawakita Nagamasa and Kawakita 
Kashiko, and including film critics like Ogi Masahiro and Iseki 
Tsuneo of Sanwa Kogyo, but it's probably safe to say that another 
crucial factor was the film -historical turning point at that time. 

In 1958, as many as 1,127,450,000 Japanese people went to the 
movies. The Japanese film world shall remember this as the 
biggest audience ever. Then, in 1960, the establishment of a net- 
work was completed by the six major movie companies, and 
thanks to the provision of a screening system, serial work by the 
so-called «great masters», and the rapid advance of rivaling inde- 
pendent productions, a peak of 547 produced films and 7457 
screens was reached. After that, however, pardy due to the emer- 
gence of the new medium television, the number of moviegoers 
and theatres steadily decreased, and the majors began to scale 
down their operations. 

Meanwhile, several directors made their debuts: Oshima Nagi- 
sa with At to kibo no machi (A Town of Love and Hope, 1959), 
Shinoda Masahiro with Koi no katamichi kippu (One Way Ticket 
for Love, 1960), Yoshida Yoshishige with Koku de nashi (Good- 



for-Nothing, 1960), Takahashi Osamu with Kanojo dake ga shitie 
iru (Only She Knows, 1960), Tamura Tsutomu with Aktmin shi- 
gan (Desire to Be a Bad Man, 1960). People talked about them in 
comparison to French directors who had made their debuts at 
young age, like Francois Truffaut, Jean-Luc Godard, Claude 
Chabro! and Louis Malle, and they were called the Shochiku 
Nouvelle Vague. 

Nakahira Ko, however, earlier had depicted the lusty rebellion 
of youth, selecting Ishihara Yujiro for the lead role in Kurutta 
kajitsu (Crazy Fruit, 1956), and this accelerated the Sun-Tribe- 
boom, which was created by the novel «Taiyo no kisetsu» (Sea- 
son of the Sun, 1956) by Yujiro 's elder brother Ishihara Shintar5. 
With Kuchizuke (Kisses, 1957), Masamura Yasuzo, who had 
come back from studying abroad at the Centro Sperimentale in 
Italy, similarly had come up with a new image of youngsters who 
lay bare their individual desires, and evoked a lot of sympathy. 
Of course the fact remains that there was a difference that may 
even be called a rupture, but film-historically we should still 
acknowledge that these films prepared the Shochiku Nouvelle 
Vague. If we look at it commercially, we can not deny that young 
assistant directors being promoted to directors in this way, was 
the result of the upper levels at Shochiku aiming at rejuvenation 
as a way out of the business slump. But in a more historical con- 
text, we can say that it is a group of works that was born out of 
necessity amid the changing times in the latter half of the fifties, 
amounting to a lot more than industrial demands. These postwar 
cinematic and historical turnabouts were a big presence in the 
background of ATG's take-off. 
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A New Film Current 

As mentioned earlier, 1958 was a peak year for Japanese cinema, 
but what I'd like to talk about here is not that capital film-histo- 
rical fact, but rather the strong current of new films that started 
from this year. 

The Nihon University Film Study Club {Nihon Daigaku Gei- 
jutsubu Eiga Kenkyuka!) released Kugi to kutsushita no taiwa 
(Conversation Between Nail and Sock, 1958), The Nihon Uni- 
versity Film Study Club had been formed the year before, and 
this film took the shape of a group production, meaning all mem- 
bers equally participated in the film, regardless of roles such as 
production, acting, photography, lighting, assistant director, etc. 
It was also a strictly independent production of the Film Study 
Club, and by not seeking profit through screenings, it eliminated 
the arising of commercial demands. In the year that we can call 
the most successful of the Japanese film world in the capitalistic 
sense, a film was made which was totally unrelated to that logic. 
It was an attempt to get rid of the hierarchy that put the director 
on top, which inevitably went hand in hand with the films up till 
then, and for that ver>' reason supported the commercial success. 
Of course, we can give the names of Hirano Katsumi, Ko Hiroo, 
etc. as actors, but it was stricdy a group production, refusing to 
let the film be summed up by specific proper names. 

If we explore the current of Japanese independent and experi- 
mental films, which staned in the latter half of the fifties, we can 
name three groups: 1. the group of student films centering 
around the Nihon University Film Study Club, with Hirano Kat- 
sumi, Jonouchi Motoharu, Adachi Masao, Okishima Isao, etc., 
and further the Tomon Scenario Study Club of Waseda Universi- 
ty (Shinaken), with Yamatoya Atsushi, Tanaka Yozo, etc., the 
Kyoto University Film Club with Tanabe Yasushi, etc., the Kan- 
sai Academy Film Study Club with Yamano Koichi, etc.; 2. the 
group of avant-garde films of Teshigahara Hiroshi, Terayama 
Shuji, the Experimental Studio of Yamaguchi Katsuhiro, the 
Graphic Group of Oisuji Kiyoji, etc., who followed the flow of 
avant-garde art that was advocated by Hanada Kiyoteru, 
Takiguchi Shuzo, etc.; 3, and the group of personal films, repre- 
sented by Obayashi Nobuhiko, Takabayashi Yoichi, etc., who 
used 8mm cameras at home. 

It's not reaUy independent film, but in the documentary film 
group, we can name Iwanami Film Production's Hani Susumu, 
Kuroki Kazuo, Higashi Yoichi, Tsuchimoto Noriaki, Ogawa 
Shinsukc, and also Matsumoto Toshio. Later all these groups 
would become deeply involved with ATG films, which I will talk 
about again later on. Teshigahara belonged to the second group, 
organized with Ogi Masahiro, Hani Susumu and others, «Cine- 
ma 57», and together they made the group production Tokyo 
1958 in 1958. It was an aggregate of filmmakers and critics who 
were already acti^-c. and aimed at entrance into overseas experi- 
mental film festivals. After that, they did not produce films, but it 
was n film group that was made to resolutely search for a direc- 
tion of filmmaking that did not ride on any commercial base. It 
started from the Sogetsu Art Center, which was established in the 
same year, and was about to play an important role in experi- 
ments in all fields of art, including film, such as the prompt in- 
troduction of John Gige and Fluxus by Yoko Ono. 

In the fifties, various movements were formed that concerned 
themselves with the ihcor>' and practice of postwar art, with a 
focus on the fine arts. In fdm we can say that such theoretical and 
practical de\'dopments began to show from 1957, the year when 
the magazine «Eiga Hy6ron» was published by Kasu Sanpei, and 
from^l958. when film and criticism societies, in which people 
like Oshima and Yoshida participated in their assistant director 
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period, came into being, and the magazine «Kiroku Eiga» was is- 
sued by the Documentary Filmmakers Association, led by Noda 
Shinkichi and Matsumoto Toshio. The theory that aimed at the 
fusion of avant-garde and documentary, with wKiroku Eiga» at 
the center of the debate, was put into practice with Matsumoto 's 
Anpojoyaku (Security Treaty, 1960), while Oshima and Yoshida 
made their debuts with Aiio kibo no macht and Roku de nashi re- 
spectively. The produced works violendy clashed with theory 
and criticism. This development can be said to have had a big in- 
fluence on the makers of independent film, but at the same time 
it is also a fact that Kugito kutsushita no taiwa preceded them as 
actual work. So, rather than a one-way relation of influence, we 
can say that it is appropriate to understand all of these as big 
movements with 1958 as turning point. This was set against the 
end of the role of the existing «avant-garde political party», due 
to the about-face of the Japanese Communist Party at the 6th 
National Party Congress of 1955, the Stalin criticism of 1955 and 
the Hungarian Uprising of 1956, and indications of a new move- 
ment towards the Japanese-American Security Treaty (Anpo) 
struggle of 1960, Just like die Bund (Communist League) had be- 
come independent from" the Communist Party in 1958, and just 
like avant-garde artists who were unknown at the time - Uke 
Akasegawa Genpei, Shinohara Ushio, Yoshimura Masunobu, 
Arakawa Shusaku, etc. also began an «anti-art» movement, 
which unfolded from Yomiuri Independent, a public exhibit 
without prior selection, with 1957/1958 as a boundary - a new 
current was born in fihn as well, which caused a big turnabout. 
This brought fordi Teshigahara's Otoshiana (The Pitfall, 1962), 
the first Japanese fdm to be distributed by ATG. 

Nihon University Film Study Club/ 
VAN Film Science Research Center 

As the 1960 Security Treaty situation developed, the Nihon Uni- 
versity Film Study Club continuously documented the struggle. 
These are not films diat were completed as diey all persistendy 
joined ranks with the Nihon University activists as participants, 
and portrayed the struggles from that point of view, but it gave 
birth to a methodology diat presented images as a process of ac- 
tion. After the Security Treaty struggle, five people, including 
Jonouchi and Adachi, established the VAN Fihn Science Rese- 
arch Center (VAN Eiga Kagaku Kenkyujo) as a place to both live 
and produce films together. Together with the Yoshimura Atelier 
of Neo Dada Organisers, which was formed by Shinohara Ushio, 
Akasegawa Genpei and a few others, VAN became a space of 
communication, where not only filmmakers, but people from all 
genres of expression, Uke fine arts, photography, music, dieatre. 
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design, could meet. The recording of the struggle was completed 
by the VAN production Dokyumento 6/13 (Document 6/15) in 
1961. For the screening of the film a trailblazing intermedia ex- 
periment was carried out. Under the concept of a one-time hap- 
pening, regardless of the fact that it was a gathering to mourn 
Kanba Michiko, who got killed during the struggle, sponsored 
by the Zengakuren (All Students Federation), western paintings 
were projected on top of the screen with slides, obstacles were 
dangling from the ceiling, and two contradictory soundtracks 
clashed against each other in the hall, while symbolically inserting 
the scenes of the demonstrations with scenes that reproduced the 
police assaults or close-ups of photographs of Kanba's face. 

We can also name the earUer Anpo joyaku {Security Treaty, 
1960) by Matsumoto Toshio as representative recording of the 
1960 struggle, but if we look back at the fact that both were PR 
films that were requested by a specific party or group, and the 
fact that the numerous existing documentaries of the struggle by 
independent production companies up till then could not have 
been without connection to the Japanese Communist Party, this 
work can be called the first filmic attempt of a movement that 
would further unfold and be theorized in various forms from the 
second half of the sixties. 

The methodology of shooting a film with the cameraman stand- 
ing completely on the side of the object is called the methodology 
of complicity. The accepted theory is that it was established with 
Tsuchimoto Noriaki's first independent film, Ryugakusei Chua 
Sui Kin (Chua Swee Lin, Exchange Student, 1965), and conti- 
nued by Ogawa Shinsuke's Assatsu no mori (The Oppressed Stu- 
dents, 1967). Dokyumento 6/15 provoked the violent anger of 
the participants, who had expected a proper recording of the 
1960 Security Treaty struggle. Besides, through a defect, only one 
of the colliding soundtracks in the hall could be heard, so that 
the executives heavily denounced the producers of VAN and the 
hall was turned into confusion. Because of these circumstances, 
it is hard to say that the screening of the work itself continued 
into the developmeht of a movement, although it was screened 
once more at a gathering the following year. But what we can say 
is that this was unmistakably the first work that presented and 
put into practice the methodology of placing one's own person 
on the side of the action. Later on, film screenings as perform- 
ances became formalized with visual artist limura Takahiko as 
central figure, but this screening also paved the way for that type 
of intermedia experiments. 

After N no kiroku (The Record of N, 1959) and Fu Pu (Pu Pu, 
1959), the Nihon University Film Study Club was reorganized as 
the New Film Study Club. Following the happening events Zero 
de conduite and Wan (A Lacquered Bowl, 1962), and whUe going 
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through LSD experiments, black mass ceremonies and the Hke, it 
produced Sain (1965), which symbolized the blocked up times 
after the 1960 Security Treaty defeat through the image of a 
woman's congenitally constricted vagina, and organized a «Sain 
Ceremony» (Sain no gi) the following year as a happening/ 
screening. Tone Yasunao, Kosugi Takehisa of Group Music, etc. 
participated under the leadership of Adachi Masao, and an 
extreme happening, including a «night before» festival, was 
unfolding, but on the day itself the film was stolen and the 
screening became impossible. However, since they took even 
that to be part of the happening and just kept on going, the 
whole thing turned into one big brawl and uproar in which the 
whole audience participated. In the end, the commotion was so 
big that the venue was surrounded by riot police, and was about 
to be raided. Just before, papers pertaining to a case of fake 
1000-yen notes involving Akasegawa had been sent to the 
prosecutor, and there was also the fact that the Independent 
School (Jiritsu Gakko) and the Tokyo Action Front (Tokyo 
Kodo Sensen), in which Adachi and the others had participated, 
had carried out extreme direct action, so that apparendy this 
event was not judged to be a film screening meeting but a 
political gathering. 

In other words, the «Sain Ceremony» presented confusion it- 
self, which not only transgressed the genres of expression but 
even the framework of art and politics, but that in itself allowed 
the development of Dokyumento 6/15, and it was a symbolical 
attempt that embodied the ideology of VAN as space of commu- 
nication. The experimental spirit, which flowed from the Nihon 
University Film Study Club to the VAN Film Science Research 
Center, can be called the pillar that supported the underground 
films of the sixties, and in its turn the concept of underground 
culture itself. It was that which cleared the way for the late night 
showings at Art Theatre Shinjuku Bunka, and, through their suc- 
cess, the film production by ATG, from which the underground 
Sasori-za (Theatre Scorpio) was born. 

Art Theatre Shinjuku Bunka 

As ATG got started, Kuzui Kinshiro became manager of the Art 
Theatre Shinjuku Bunka, the central theater of the ATG chain. 
Kuzui tried various experiments for the showings, and built up a 
film production system through ATG, so if there is one person 
who can't be omitted from the story of ATG, it has got to be him. 
First of all, Kuzui remodeled the theatre and radically threw out 
advertising posters for commercial films, and on the other hand 
he turned the lobby into a picture gal]er>' to exhibit works of fine 
art, expanded the number of seats for the audience, and con- 
structed a comfortable viewing system based on fixed seating 
capacity, etc. So, he turned it into Japan's first art theatre worthy 
of the name. Seeing he got off to a good start, in 1963 he tried, as 
a further experiment, to organize a performance of an avant- 
garde play after the end of the last show. This attempt to turn 
Shinjuku into the Japanese Off-Broadway succeeded splendidly, 
and Shinjuku Bunka was no longer just about film, but became a 
center of avant-garde theater as well. Its big breaks were the per- 
formances by new dramatical companies that came into being 
through secession from the major theatrical companies affiliated 
with the existing traditional shingeki (New Theatre). If we consi- 
der that Oshima, Shinoda, Kuroki, etc. parallelly left Shochiku 
and Iwanami around the same time, we have to realize that the 
same trend was going on regardless of genre of expression, be it 
film or drama. This theatrical experiment would later also have a 
big influence on film itself 
The dramatical performances would still continue after this, 
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Kyakuiho renzoku shasatsuma (A.K.A. Serial Killer, 1969), directed by Adachi Masao et.al. 



but in November 1965 the first late night show film screening in 
this time zone was organized. That film was Sain. Ever since the 
«Sain Ceremon\'», the Nihon University Film Study Club hadn't 
had an opportunity to show it, and they had been looking in vain 
for a screening venue in Tskyo. But then the screening at Shin- 
juku Bunka was decided. There was support from a lot of cultur- 
al people and artists, and this time the show was a big success. 
And with this the format of the late-night show was established. It 
also created the opportunity to successively organize animation 
specials and screenings of individual filmmakers. The following 
month, under the tide «South Korea Today» (Kankoku no genjo), 
there was the double bill of Ymbogi no ttikki (Yunbogi's Diary, 
1965) and At to kibo no machi as well as lectures by Oshima him- 
self. The event was organized during eight days, and since atten- 
dance was good, people started to believe that for low budget in- 
dependent productions, funds could be recouped even with 
screenings at just the Shinjuku Bunka, as long as a long run was 
possible. It was trom this idea that Oshima's Ninja bugeicho 
(Manual of Ninja Manial Arts, 1967) was born. So, after the big 
experiment with dramatical performance at the theatre after the 
end of the screenings and the late night show of Sain, the founda- 
tion for ATG film production was laid by Oshima's screening and 
lecture, the big hit Yiikoku (Patriotism, 1966) by Mishima Yukio, 
released at the same time as Luis Bufiuers Le journal d'unefemme 
dc chambre, which was a crucial factor in the aspect of theatrical 
run, and the production and distribution of Ninja bugeicho. 

Undeivpund Theater Sasori-za (Theatre Scorpio) 

In 1964, Obayashi Nobuhiko. Takabayashi Yoichi, limura Taka- 
hiko and Donald Richie received a group award at the Brussels 
Experimental Film Festival. This was the signal to try and expand 



the field of activity of independent and personal filmmakers, and 
together with Kanesaka Kenji, Adachi Masao, critics like Sato 
Shigeomi, Ishizaki Koichiro, etc. the group Film Independent was 
formed. At the end of the year they held a public exhibition, 
which, following in the wake of Yomiurl Independent, which was 
cancelled the year before, also included many works by musicians 
and artists like Tone Yasunao and Akasegawa Genpei. 

Then, in 1965, the late night shows at Shinjuku Bunka began, 
and in the same year Wakamatsu Koji's Kabe no naka no hime- 
goto (Secret within Walls, 1965) was officially entered into the 
Berlin Film Festival. Called a national disgrace by the Japanese 
film world, the pink eiga, the Japanese version of sexploitation 
film, suddenly attraaed a lot of attention as a means of under- 
ground expression. Later on, Adachi Masao and Yamatoya Atsu- 
shi joined Wakamatsu Productions and produced several master- 
pieces by turning the low budgets to their advantage. In January 
1966, the Sogetsu Art Center screened close to a hundred con- 
temporary artists and films, focussing on the major cinematic 
works in Europe and America, selected by Henri Langlois and 
entitled «World Avant-Garde Film Festival - The Pioneers of 
Cinematic An». Although a number of texts had reached Japan, 
there had been few chances to come b touch with the avant- 
garde films themselves. So, these serial screenings, which were 
organized by condensing the time axis from Dziga Vertov and 
Man Ray up until Chris Marker, had a big impact on the entire 
film world in Japan, 

Then, the film festival «Underground Cinema Japan /America» 
was held at the same Sogetsu Art Center in June 1966, bringing 
together ten American and Japanese films, and this is when the 
term underground got anchored in Japan. American filmmakers 
like Stan Brakhage and Robert Nelson were invited, and this uni- 
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fied a set of films that had been variously called independent 
film, personal film, student film, experimental film, Off-Holly- 
wood Cinema, etc. Under the overall support of Sato Shigeomi, 
the editor-in-chief of the magazine «Eiga Hyoron», and with the 
cooperation of Kanesaka Kenji and limura Takahiko, the Sogetsu 
Art Center kept striving to introduce underground cinema, 
mainly from the US, and in November 1967 it started an experi- 
mental film festival that was open to public applications. Plenty 
of filmmakers emerged from there. From June 1967. Sato himself 
rented the playhouse Underground Theater Jiyu Gekijo. and 
began independent showings. The following year, in 1968, direc- 
tors formed the Japan Filmmakers Cooperative to manage un- 
derground cinema, and the Japan Underground Center, for 
which Sato served as representative, supervised it. Even after the 
Cooperative broke up over a leadership dispute, the screening 
activities still continued, and in 1971 Kawanaka Nobuhiro re- 
organized it as the Underground Center. On the other hand, 
when the All-Campus Joint Struggle (Zenkyoto) movement 
arose, numerous documentaries of the struggles were produced, 
mainly by Tsuchimoto Noriaki and Ogawa Shinsuke, and inde- 
pendent screening activities were organized, revolving around 
the barricade strikes at factories and universities. 

In 1966, in the middle of this period of excitement for under- 
ground cinema, Kuzui Kinshiro set out on a trip to the United 
States and several European countries. He wanted to do a tour of 
small theatres and underground theatres around the world, in 
order to rebuild the dressing rooms in the basement of Shinjuku 
Bunka into a, be it small, experimental theatre for film and plays. 
So, in August 1967 the underground Theatre Sasori-za was com- 
pleted, comparable to spaces of expression of underground cul- 
ture elsewhere in the world. The formal opening film was Adachi 
Masao's Gingakei (Galaxy, 1967). It is a symbol of underground 
cinema in Japan, following in the wake of the Nihon University 
Film Study Club and VAN, and should even be called a monu- 
mental work. Since then, the Sasori-za was the foothold of un- 
derground cinema, the place where many artists, veterans and 
youngsters alike, were active, and later on quite a few ATG film- 
makers would emerge from there as well. However, the Sasori-za, 
which was also open as a lounge bar after the end of the screen- 
ings, was actually a space of communication where people from 
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all forms of expression, be it underground or «above ground», 
met, and thus it gave birth to all kinds of cinematic ideas, includ- 
ing ATG and underground. Both expressed rhemsdves in an in- 
dependent space and domain, and no matter what they focussed 
on, their relation was not one ot subordination. They stimulated 
each other and at times there were cro.sso\ ers. TTiat we may call 
the very relation between Shinjuku Bunka and Sasori-za, and the 
very relation between ATG and underga->und cinema, 

Translated by Luk van Haute 
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